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geoff harkness

hip hop culture and america’s

most taboo word
summer 2008

long used by african american artists, “the n-word” is increasingly employed by latino rappers as well. context

and history are paramount fo its acceptability.

en Sonny Black raps, the words sound
' like gunfire. This could have something
. U to do with the fact that Black was shot
twice by rival gang members last year, or that
he hails from Logan Square, one of the grittier
neighborhoods on the north side of Chicago. It
certainly has something to do with his member-
ship in 108, a hardcore rap outfit that’s created
a buzz in the city’s hip hop underworld.

But there’s also something about Black’s lyr-
ics and inflection that set him apart. While his
bandmates rap with ironic winks of the eye,
Black delivers every line at face value. His
rhymes are gleefully violent and willfully aggres-
sive, with nary a sense of humor to temper the
savage images.

Tonight Black and 108 are performing at Club
Capitol, a former strip joint that still features a
dancer’s pole running through its tiny stage. 108
enter from the wings, 10 members strong, and
the crowd erupts, pushing forward to get a closer
look. Superfans in the front row cheer and raise
their hands toward the ceiling, exposing a series
of forearm-length “108” tattoos of various design.

Black steps forward for a solo number and
the place goes berserk. He performs a song
titled “Watch Yo’ Mouth,” and in less than 90
seconds covers a range of topics including drug
dealing, gangbanging, shooting cops, having
sex, and boasts of being a “career criminal.” He
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punctuates each stanza with a warning that
sounds more like a threat.

Watch yo’ mouth, nigga, watch yo’ mouth,
nigga.

Sonny Black is Latino.
taboo for whom?

The n-word was part of “street” language
Jong before hip hop ever existed. Given sociolo-
gist Charis Kubrin’s finding that commercial
rappers inject linguistic cues from street lan-
guage into mainstream rap songs, it’s not unusual
to hear black and Latino rappers utter the
n-word onstage, in the studio, and in conversa-
tion. They apply the word to people of all races,
including whites, most of whom are reluctant
to use it themselves.

Urban scholar Alejandro Alonso has argued
that non-blacks who use the n-word should
“expect a certain level of backlash regardless of
context,” but this doesn’ seem to prove true for
Latino rappers. Acts such as Fat Joe, Cypress
Hill, and Cuban Link are among those who use
the word in standard vernacular; their works
are evidence of how the word has filtered into
Latinos’ music.

Specifically in Chicago, the site of research
that inspires this article, use of “nigga” by
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dissemination of the n-word but conceding that
rappers eschew “nigger” in favor of the some-
what softer “nigga,” and that the term is an
important aspect of hip hop identity. In a 2007
interview, scholar Cornel West enjoined rappers
to be “more sensitive to the vicious history of
the n-word. I know that ‘nigga’ as opposed to
‘nigger’ is a term of endearment for some young
people. But the history of ‘nigger’ with its con-
notation of self-hatred and self-disrespect needs
to be acknowledged.”
Alonso asserts that a

In his book Colored White, David Roediger
details the black community’s long-standing
derision of Caucasians who try to act “too
black” or adopt black culture falsely, invoking
one of hip hop’s more frequent issues: authen-
ticity or “keeping it real.”

Authenticity is that which is deemed to be
genuine, original, and representing some sort of
inherent or pure quality. Kembrew McLeod
further argues that hip hop authenticity can be
defined along six dimensions, one of which is
this contrast between
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black community is that
the n-word should be
used exclusively by
blacks. This perspective,
he writes, has resulted in

U

non-blacks can't.

an beliaf in tha black community is
that the n-word should be used exclusively

by blacks. This perspective has resulted in

o double standard—blacks can say it,

black “realness” and
white “takeness.”
Drawing upon these
notions, use of the
n-word by black rap-
pers might function as a

a double standard—
blacks can say it, non-blacks can’t.

Perhaps a better understanding, though, lies
in looking beyond the notion of a double stan-
dard to examine how hip hop has blurred exist-
ing racial distinctions.

In hip hop culture, differing sets of norms
regulate use of the n-word. These rules are
dependent upon context as well as one’s posi-
tion in the racial hierarchy. At the top are blacks,
who are “allowed” use the word freely and
without penalty; for whites, at the bottom, the
word remains largely taboo. The rules are less
concrete, however, for non-black ethnic minori-
ties, who fall somewhere between blacks and
whites in hip hop’s racial stratification.

In particular, Latinos (especially Puerto
Ricans) are exempt from n-word regulation
under many contexts. It’s not a double standard,
but a lack of an agreed-upon set of standards—
even within ethnic groups—that underscores
the fluid, socially constructed nature of race and
authenticity. This serves as a powerful example
of how people of all ethnicities contribute to
and reshape the meaning of hip hop culture.
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means of preserving hip
hop culture’s “pure” or authentic black core, a
symbolic boundary that creates ingroup-outgroup
distinctions between “real” rappers who can
use the term and “fake” rappers who can’t.

do the white thing

Within subcultures, however, boundaries can
be flexible. Sociologist Andy Bennett argues
that hip hop culture—and its accompanying
themes of authenticity—is under constant revi-
sion as various youth groups throughout the
world adopt it. This notion of cross-cultural
pollination is hardly new. In his famous 1957
essay “The White Negro,” Norman Mailer
describes “urban adventurers who drifted out
at night looking for action with a black man’s
code to fit their facts. The hipster had absorbed
the existentialist synapses of the Negro, and for
practical purposes could be considered a white
Negro.” White negros, Mailer wrote, resist
mainstream “white” society, and immerse them-
selves in black culture, taking cues from its lin-
guistic, stylistic, and musical practices.
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African Americans commonly invoke images
of historical slavery and the general struggle for
civil rights in the United States to explain why
the boundary exists for whites but not Latinos.
“If some Spanish dude is like ‘nigga this,’ ‘nigga
that,” T don’t think he’s thinking, ‘You a nigga,
and Pm a higher species, ” Wondur, a Chicago-
based black rapper, explains. “Whereas you
hear that shit out of a white dude’s mouth, it
goes right back to where it came from,” mean-
ing slavery and notions of white superiority.

“I can understand

started by blacks and Latinos. This was put on
it when capitalism came into this music,” says
O-Zone, a Dominican DJ and producer.

In 2001, Latina actress/singer Jennifer Lopez
caused a minor scandal when she dropped an
n-bomb in her song “Jenny From the Block.”
Some media pundits took her to task for it, but
the controversy blew over quickly. Black come-
dian Paul Mooney defended her right to use the
term based on her Puerto Rican heritage:
“Puerto Ricans and Cubans, aren’t they black?”
he asked. “I just thought

wity the Laonos can do
it, but the white people
can’t,” says QT, a black
rapper who uses the term
frequently. “They can use
it cause they ain’t noth-
ing but us, man. They do

fhough hip nop Is someiimes poiiuyed us
having grown strictly out of African
American culture, in reality it was the
product of black inferaction with a variety
of ethnic groups, including large numbers
of Latinos, particularly Puerto Ricans.

fkey were NIoEAS thar
could swim.”

Kidding aside, many
Chicago hip hoppers
share the perception that
African Americans and
Puerto Ricans have a

the same shit we do.
They trapped, they grinding, they hard. Plus,
they weren’t the people that enslaved us. I'm
keepin’ it real, man. The Caucasian folks
enslaved us. So when they say the word nigger,
of course it would offend us.”
. Like blacks, Latinos also invoke historical
images and lineages when explaining why they
get an n-word pass, although this often occurs
within a context of the Latino contribution to
hip hop culture. Though hip hop is sometimes
portrayed as having grown strictly out of Afri-
can American culture, in reality it was the prod-
uct of black interaction with a variety of ethnic
groups, including large numbers of Latinos,
particularly those of Puerto Rican descent. In
Puerto Rocks: Rap, Roots, and Amnesia, Juan
Flores argues that Latinos have been sorely
overlooked in hip hop history and writes of the
sense of “instant amnesia” that occurred as rap
become increasingly commercial.

“When the media puts a face on hip hop,
automatically the first face they put on it is a
black face. But we all know that hip hop was
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unique  relationship.
Rapper Frank Nit believes the two communi-
ties have biological and socioeconomic bonds
that exempt Puerto Ricans from regulation of
the n-word. Thus, it’s a word he uses frequently,
both onstage and in his everyday speech. Unlike
some Latinos, who are cautious not to use the
word in certain contexts (as an insult, for exam-
ple), Nit uses it without restraint.

“Black people consider me to be black,” he
insists. “They understand that as Puerto Ricans,
we’ve had it bad, too. I could say ‘nigga’ a thou-
sand times and no one would care.”

Pinqy Ring, who bills herself as the Puerto
Rican Princess of Chicago and who uses the
n-word onstage and in her everyday speech,
also draws upon historical and biological con-
notations that link blacks and Puerto Ricans.
These associations give Puerto Ricans a unique
claim to “authentic” hip hop culture that isn’t
shared by whites—or perhaps other Latinos.

“Puerto Ricans were oppressed and the Afri-
can Americans were oppressed,” Ring explains.
“Puerto Ricans have Taino Indian and African




/81 P1OM 00D} §SOU §,0D1BWD PUD 2INYND doy diy

2pebuoyo doy diy soy moy ‘sslppUNOg |oIo0)
PUD SSDID $S0UO0 PBAOW PUD WOSSUIDW
SJOUI BWODRY SDY BINYND PUD IO S}t SY 7
&9JolD sy ut sseudxe sieddoy
-diy yopjq pup ouyoy spuoq ey uipjdxe
djey sey joinyno pup $10J20] {DIDOS JOYAA " |

SNOILSIND M3IIATY

reanyino doy diy 4o uoyouwessip

Y} WO POLIWISS SADY |DY) /(;gngq/(q |RIODJ JO Suiioy

ST B .’;‘t.;gﬂssm‘dm. fatigjiia GOy diy BOLIGWE Of

SBHUM P3| 4Dy} sUOHIPUOD By} 4o sishjoud juaBoo
"($00z 'syoog oisg) poswy Ul 800y o Ajoay
MBN Bl pup 'SOGOUUDAA “s18BBIAL “SDISYUDAA
:dop ditf 8407 sp1y SyAA AYpA “ouDMIY LIDYOg

‘Ayoyusyino jo1201
sdwnuy Ajieous ooy Buipnjouos soyno By yim
RO J1oA MepN Jo AydoiBouyge ardoosopiaioy v

{500z 'ssaiq oBoowy jo Asisaiun) Aiueouig
[PIoDY Ul seinyueApYy yo0jg [pey "uosyaD( ] uyof

‘soAlosdsiad o AppLipA o wouy a4nyjno doy
diy suiwoxe 1Dy} S9HID O UOYDReS juBjEOXS Uy

00z “eBpajinoy)
18po8yY seipnyg dopy dipy sy jusor ey $0y]
'SP ‘josN Auoyjuy oy puo ubuLoy ADLINYY

IXBIUOD JO 553

-pioBes ‘Asioos jo sBuns isemo] ayy 1o syobjq desy
sdjoy wuay sy Buipnjouon 1oUIND ayj yum ‘piomeu
8y} Jo Asojsiy /(q;Bua] U} 0 5j00| |DOLIOISIY

"£00Z "utiw uoyBnop) Ayp pup  upjnoys
OUYA I Aog UDD oYL PIOM N 8YJ “wisy Logof

SIDANOSTY CIANIWWOD TN

« 9SI0M 911 10§ JO 19339 91} 104,
OISO STY Ul WiId) 9yl JuIsn 9nunuod o3 suepd
oym raddes oune e ‘joyosy sdes 1 osn runo8
a1e opdoad ‘prom oy mepno Ay nun,,

110 8, pIOM-U
9Ul pess usAd 1O ‘popusiie sueisSn 83y
Jo suou Apuasedde ng *osn s31 pus 01 Te[nonaed
ur Aunwwod der a3 vodn Sunres ‘uris oy
10§ [esaung ypow e ppay 9jdos paIojo)) Jo nw
“IPUBAPY 911 103 UODRIDOSSY [BUOLEN] 311 /007
Amf ur vonusauos [enuue si1 SuLIn(y usss g o1
sutetrar soonoead [eInimo pue suoneas [ees
uo prom-u sy pue doy diy jo 3oeduwr ayy,

"0usIpnE
941 pro1 9y . ‘s10]0d fje ul owod sedSiN], 'ss013
-U07) OBl [2UOTSS3IZUO ) 943 O PIISATap ydaads
[L6] ® Ul syusumuas Jeqrunts passaidxs £gson
II'd ueys 1o sucpn sassed 108 nof ‘pooy
nO4 31 *st 11 smoy s ey opdurs pue urepd ‘se88u
pooy £ayf, 'pooy oy ur Aaup asnes eS8, Les
ued L3y pue ‘pooy aie 1eyy eSS AYM MOy
I, "SISISUT 2U U1 4BS UEd nok Jpooty, nok gy,
'szaddoy drg o8es
YD Auew Aq pareys oanoadsiad € ‘osn s, pIom
943 03 Wie]d 21w € S8y AJUnuwwos poysLIa
-soduwt ue WoIy $3UI00 oYM JuoAUE 1B s1Iasse
OB PNNsU00 [eer ojduns e 198u0] ou s prom
I3 Soav12q oym ‘go1 woxy redder ouney o
“yoelg Auuog ozey jupmom Ajqeqoad 1eyy,
« PPUOTYS®EY plO awi ey “Suryy Aur 3.ure jsnl
TeU1 INq “JNIS PUE 31 35N JEYI $1ED JO 0] B Mouy
1002 30U 3suil 537, *31 Suisn syorlq YIM wapqoad
€ 9ABY LUSI0p 9y jeys Buippe ‘sdes oy ‘wio;
ey asn ordoad oune usym 11 puess 3,ued Ins
"SOUET MO[[] STY Aq 351 s3I 9dUNOUSp 03 sad
~dex M3 53 30 2u0 st opy 3 9N 03 3[qe 3q pjnoys
‘98[9 QU0 Ou Ing ‘suedLWY UBDLTY YUIYS $30
0 91y ‘9oer Aue Jo s[doad 4q osn sur o8ezedsip
StOg "prom-u 5y3 Les 03 szodder ouney 10§ eapr
poof © s11 saad1jaq 081y Ur AU0AI9AD 10N

[o1auny papusyoun

« UMO INO [[BD UBD am 1B
Sury3swos it ayew ‘[juneaq Sunpowos i1 oxew
PUE 31 233 “Y3n0Iy1 Ussq dARY SII[TIIE] MO 1)
d88nns oy3 s1ewardde e ues oy ‘POO[q InO uI




3. As with the “n-words,” groups sometimes
“reclaim” words that are used as slurs to turn
them info points of pride. Discuss the history
and evolution of such words as ghetfo,
redneck, queer, faggot, and bitch. Why have
people sometimes chosen fo reclaim deroga-
tory terms such as these?

. Some words are loaded even if they seem
neutral. Consider words such as feminist,
patriot, communist. What meanings and
implications are built into these words? Can
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you think of similar words that evoke strong
feelings®

. Activity: Form a small group and discuss

whether, on the basis of what you read in this
article, you think the “n-word” should be
acceptable for anyone fo use.




